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	1. Prologue

_**Okay, bear with me on this, because it's way different from my usual fare. I'm attempting a fairly serious DBZ fic, so it's fair for me to warn readers of all the other stuff I've written in the past to sort of tender their expectations. Thanks. **_

_The day I said goodbye to Matt Stoneman, I was standing behind my bar, watching the usual slow trickle of customers arrive one hour after I open at 6 PM. Most of the people I serve at my bar, I wouldn't have anything to do with outside of business. That's not because I don't find them to be interesting people, they are, but they're the kind of interesting you want to watch instead of get caught up in. Tired, middle-aged men working on railroad or construction in the unspeakable heat walk in with a gait like life is always right behind them, screwing them out of every last drop of fluid in their bodies, and mutter the name of their preferred drinks like incantations through faded, chapped lips. Many of these men are hopelessly addicted to my products, pickling their livers and going home after closing to make trouble for their families. It's only at night, when most of these people can barely see, that the more stable regulars come in and something resembling a crowd starts to form._

_In a small town like this, when you're a bad man, everyone knows it. When you walk out your front door, and a woman and child are walking by, the woman picks up the pace and makes the child follow. When you pick up groceries, the person behind the counter swiping them doesn't even bother to try making polite conversation. And when you walk into a bar, by God, that's when minds get spoken, and spoken quick. When Matt Stoneman walked in, that's what happened._

_At first, the place fell silent. It was already quiet, but as the door swung itself shut behind Matt, it became downright ghostly. Eyes swiveled to look at him as he hesitantly approached the bar and ordered a cheap shot of whiskey. I don't think he even felt like drinking, because he sipped it instead of shooting it. His face was shrouded in the emotions of a man attending a funeral, and I wondered at the time if it was his own. _

_It wasn't long after he got his drink that a tall, thin man in a cowboy hat named Cliff—one of my daytime regulars—walked over and took a seat next to Matt. He wasted no time. "I want you out of here."_

_Matt nodded. "I know. Let me finish this drink first."_

_Cliff paused and looked down at the drink partially enclosed in Matt's hand. "You got one minute."_

"_He has as long as he needs, Cliff." Yeah, that's what I wanted to say, but I didn't. If I have any nobility in me after all these years of slowly poisoning all these people, it doesn't matter as much as my reputation. Anyone around here finding out that I was sympathetic to Mr. Stoneman, the child murderer, would let that news spread like wildfire and all of my business would be gone. Well, besides a handful of people who're too busy being constantly drunk to give a damn about being upright citizens. _

_Instead, I watched wordlessly as Matt turned the shot glass upside down, letting the burning liquid cascade down his throat, then left his money on the counter and walked out. Like a switch had been flipped, conversation resumed, only all of it happened to be about the nerve of that damn shady character._

_I still don't know why I did what came next, but I think if Matt had tried to keep a normal expression on his face instead of wearing his heart on his sleeve, it might not have happened. I went to the back, where my part-time assistant had just arrived and was putting his coat up in a box next to the backdoor._

"_Nate, go ahead and get started," I told him, "I'm going to take my break early today."_

"_Sure, boss," he said, and nodded. _

_I walked down the street a couple of blocks and found Matt sitting by himself on the curb, where a near-deserted Mexican church loomed just over his back. I leaned against the nearby stop sign and tried to get a look at his face, but his head was resting on his kneecaps. "Look, I—uh… what happened back there, I just…" A sigh runs through my lips. "I apologize for that."_

_He looked up from his kneecaps to give me a smile that rattled my nerves. "Don't bother."_

"_Why not?" I asked because I had no idea what else to say. _

"_You and the rest of those fellas in there don't need to worry about seeing me around anymore. My stuff is already packed. By tomorrow, I'll be miles and miles away."_

_I felt a little relieved that he wasn't referring to suicide at first. "Do you have any place in mind?"_

"_No, not at all. All I feel like doing is driving."_

"_With what money? How far could you make it? You have to settle somewhere."_

"_Settle," Matt snapped with enough ferocity to startle me. When he resumed talking, his voice had calmed again, but the bitterness remained like storm damage. "Carl, I don't know how long you've been in this town, but I've been living here all my life. Hell, save for this one time a girlfriend and I took a road trip to West City, I've barely even left this place for a vacation. I've watched the same faces and seen the same scenery so much that, as twisted and against me as it's become now, I can't stand to stay. I can't stand it…"_

_I heard a warble in his voice, and my blood ran cold. That's one thing I can't deal with: crying. As much of it as I've had to see these last several years, I can't deal with it. It's an awful thing to watch, because it's such a hopeless thing to do. When I get sad, I like to take action. Whatever's bothering me, I either talk about it to someone or I go out for a walk until I think it all through. When a person is crying, it's as if they're saying whatever's bothering them is heavier than they can handle. _

"_Matt…" I sat down next to him on the curb, noting that I had about twenty minutes until Nate was going to start wondering where the hell I'd went. "What happened was not your fault. Most of the people here were so blinded by their grief and their anger, they couldn't see it, but it was obviously not your fault. The judge and jury agreed."_

"_She just jumped out right in front of me!" snapped Matt, and I instantly realized I'd fucked up, because if he was about to cry before he definitely was starting now. "I was just trying to get back to the house, I went down that road every time I got groceries for over ten years! She was always playing out in the front yard, just her and a little ball. Out in the middle of nowhere, I don't know why she didn't have any friends with her if she was so goddamn popular!"_

"_It's okay, Matt, I know the story—"_

"_I DIDN'T ACCELERATE!" he screamed. "I DIDN'T—"_

"_MATT!" I hollered as loud as I possibly could, thinking I was going to have to do a lot more of it to try and calm him down. But it was like I reset him or something when I yelled his name, because he looked at me as if he didn't even know I was there. But then he said, "I still remember her face against my windshield, Carl. I see it every time I close my fucking eyes, man. She… her teeth were sticking out between the cracks in the glass, I… I saw skin peeling—"_

"_Matt, you've got to stop thinking about that—"_

"_I know," he said shakily. "But it won't go away. Sometimes I'll be watching something on TV and I'll see a person's face, and look at their eyes… her cold, black eyes will come over theirs. I won't even be trying to think about what happened, but it just does."_

_Before thinking about the next words coming out of my mouth, I said them. "Have you thought about talking to a therapist?" There are no therapists in this town. Matt looked at me like I was out of my mind, and I was wondering if I was. "There ain't any here, that's why your place does so well."_

_I took a lot of offense to that, but didn't say anything because I figured it was probably true and the last thing I wanted to risk doing was to set Matt off again. "Is there anything I can say to convince you to try and stay here?"_

_Matt didn't respond. Instead he fished something out of his jacket pocket. It was some kind of green-faced compass with a yellow grid and a button on the top. He pushed the button, and a yellow orb lit up on the screen, with a triangle next to it displaying the number 1. "I found this thing while taking a walk on the outskirts of town the other day. You have any idea what it is?"_

"_Not a clue. Looks to me like a compass or radar. Maybe a kid's toy, I don't know."_

_He shrugged and stared at the face of the device. "I thought, for fun, I might follow this thing."_

_I laughed a little, in spite of myself. Matt's face cooled a bit. "That's your plan? Matt, you're going to be gone for a couple of days, tops, then you'll have to come back! You'll have no choice."_

"_You're wrong about that last part," he said. "I have a choice and I've already made it. I can't even walk into a bar and enjoy a drink without someone making me leave the place because they can't even stand to be in the same room with me, much less talk. All my friends have turned their backs, my family all lives out of town. There's nothing for me here, Carl."_

"_I don't believe that. But even if that's true, man, just move one town over. Maybe two. They aren't going to know much about what you did, and they probably won't care either. You can just start over. This idea you seem to have about turning into a homeless drifter is weird, and it's going to bring you nothing but pain."_

"_How do you know and why do you care?"_

"_I know because I've seen it. I get drifters every now and again. I know they're drifters because I'll ask them if they're from around here and they'll tell me they're from some place way the hell out of the way, sometimes places I've never even heard of. Obviously, since no one would come here for a vacation, they're always passing through. Most of the time, they'll be absolutely filthy, and their skin will be some kind of a dark color that they clearly weren't born with. They'll be… the most miserable sons-of-bitches you ever saw in your life. Sitting on a stool in some town they never heard of and don't plan to come back to, nursing a drink they can't have too many of because they don't want to get drunk and pass out so someone steals all their shit off their back… a drifter's life, by definition, is solitary. It's lonely. If you take it on, especially on a whim like this, you'll either die out there or your soul is going to wither away."_

_He didn't say anything for a good while, just rested his chin between his kneecaps. "You didn't answer the other half of my question."_

_It was my turn to be silent for a long time. I watched Matt's eyes gently close, like he got exactly the reaction he expected. So I tried to subvert it. "I care because no one should live like that."_

"_As opposed to living like I am now? I can't even walk over to the neighbor's house and ask to borrow a goddamn cup of flour without her refusing to answer the door. I hear whispers no matter where I go. I'm starting to hear them even when I'm by myself. There's worse kinds of loneliness than just being by yourself; the worst kind is being in a room full of people who wish you weren't there. That's loneliness, Carl."_

_That's when I noticed it was starting to get a little dark outside. It was about a month before Christmas, and I was just beginning to get acclimated to the whole nightfall being early business. I had gotten a little tired of arguing with Matt, especially when he was right—I shouldn't have cared as much as I did, but I did. I think it was because I knew how he was before the whole mess with Kathy, the girl he ran over. He was never the most sociable guy, he kept to himself a lot and didn't seem to be too close to people, but he was polite and pleasant. No one hated him at all, which is why it amazed me when people turned on him so viciously over what seemed to me like a simple accident._

"_I have to head on back to the bar. Listen, if you decide not to go through with this—just driving off to the middle of nowhere because a toy said you should—come over to the bar after closing time. We'll play a game of darts or something. Just…"_

"_Don't let anyone see me come in, right?" Matt said. _

"_N—" I was about to deny it. I really wanted to. But I couldn't.  
><em> 

_I never saw Matt again after I left. I didn't think I would, even as I waited a couple hours for him in the cold, dim bar, listening to the way my darts thudded against the board, the sound filling the emptiness the customers left. If Matt had shown up, he would have been the first person I ever let come into my place outside of closing time. If I had any close family that lived around here, I could see inviting them. I haven't even had a girlfriend for about two years, after my last relationship got ruined because of my line of work. _

_To this day, I'm not sure what makes me think so much about that man. I've seen a lot of strangers come and go in my life, and I could tell a person stories that would make the hairs on their toes curl up like weeds in a burning heat, but he sticks out to me. Matt Stoneman, the whisper-thin 30-something year old man with a high-pitched, lisping voice. I couldn't believe he could possibly make it out there. I still don't, but it makes me think. _

_What kind of guts, or desperation, or sense of adventure does a man need before they'll abandon all that they've ever known to walk naked into the world and let it sniff them until it either kills them or decides they aren't a threat? It's bizarre to imagine, but I think it could happen to anybody. There are other ways to kill yourself besides just using a bullet or a rope. Sometimes, killing yourself is about living the life you always wanted to live so you could die feeling like you didn't miss anything. Maybe that's what Matt's going for. But then again, I don't know. It's all just speculation, isn't it?_

_It's been about six months now and the town has since completely forgotten about Matt Stoneman. I shouldn't say that—they haven't forgotten, they've tried to, like a person brainwashing themselves. The death of Kathy Barnes and the ensuing trial where Matt was easily found not guilty of manslaughter was easily the most talked-about and most harrowing thing I think anyone here has ever had the chance to witness first-hand. I think it's a little different when you're in the same town with something like that, even if you had nothing to do with either the victim or the perpetrator. It's about the protection a person gets from being surrounded by their home soil, and when a substance as simultaneously foreign and familiar as the spilled blood of another member of town splatters and taints it, it's… violating. It's invasive._

_When Matt left, he took his only house key with him, so as far as I can tell the place is still his. That hasn't stopped people from scribbling all kinds of terrible graffiti all over it. "Monster," "murderer," other imaginative stuff like that. I've got to wonder how many of my patrons are responsible for that shit. I always thought that graffiti was the territory of kids, but the more I think about it, the more I realize that we never grow out of the things we used to do when we were children. What really happens is, all of those childhood habits dissipate in our heads the way a pill will dissolve on your tongue or in your stomach, where it will proceed to permeate all of our experiences as adults. In other words, I think we are drugged by our own childhoods, or diseased by them, and when the going gets tough we allow those old habits to take up too much of our bloodstream. _

_One last thing: I feel like Matt would've come back if not for that device he found. When he was being cast out in the wake of the Kathy trial, he probably felt like his life had lost all purpose. But he got something back from God or luck or whatever, because when he found that device… what I saw in his eyes… _


	2. Violet

Matt Stoneman was two miles away from East City when his car limped to a stop on the shoulder of the highway, gas meter's needle long past red. For the past fifty miles, he'd really thought he could make it.

"For God's sake," he whined, head-butting his steering wheel gently. East City was visible in the distance and he had 100 bucks from doing odd jobs in a one-horse town called Slauson. A cheap hotel, a loaf of bread and a quarter of a tank was all that was in his future unless he found some help somewhere. As long as he didn't have to rattle a coffee cup ever again, he'd be satisfied.

One month had passed since he'd left his hometown of Gasket, where his reputation had been ruined. The death of Kathy three months ago hadn't ceased haunting him. Her shattered face in the windshield appeared in front of him every time he closed his eyes while driving. His main goal in leaving that town hadn't been to get away from the hatred of the townspeople, as he had told that bartender the day he left. No, what drove him away was the memory, the emptiness of the town without Kathy. It was like the soul had been torn out of the place, leaving a dry, empty husk full of lost people, and he wasn't willing to stay and be one of them. He had only one life. He had to keep living it.

There was no gas can in the trunk of his car, so subtracting the cost of one from his budget, he realized it would be more like an eighth of a tank. Still more than enough to get him to town, but after that, not much of anywhere else. East City would have to be his home for a little while.

"Not bad," he said to himself with a sad smile. If this place fit his idea of what a city's like, navigating it would be hell on earth, and cost a lot of precious gas.

The road around him was barren and light brown, devoid of promise and, in combination with the wind, more than ready to pour mounds of dirt into the open wounds of weary travelers. Somewhere far off to the north, a mountain was transparent but visible far in the distance. As he walked, Matt would fantasize about detouring to it, finding a little enclave with fresh water and vegetation and just living there for the rest of his life, not being anywhere near anything that looked like a lonely country road ever again. 

"Hey, look over at that guy.

The balding, reed-thin man behind the counter at the corner convenience store not far from East City looked up and through the glass door, where a dirty man in ratty and wrinkled clothes was walking up. The thin man's eyes darted toward where he keeps his shotgun, making sure it was there and within arm's reach before the suspicious man came to the counter.

"Do you sell gas cans here?" he asked. "Need one to get gas to my car, it's out there on the highway."

"How far out?"

"I've been walking for 45 minutes, I think. You have the time?"

"Yeah. 4:30."

"Oh, then 30 minutes."

"Really?" The man put down his paper and stood to attention at the cash register. "It sounds like you're a pretty long way out. You might be getting towed, this county tends to do that with cars they think are abandoned. Hey, you listenin'?"

"Uh—oh, yeah," said Matt with a smile that was pure instinct. "Yeah, I was just looking at your newspapers."

"Oh, the story about the old Red Ribbon Army headquarters caught your eye?"

"Yeah…" said Matt. He felt slightly embarrassed that he had another one of his drift-offs in the middle of a conversation, but at least he had something to blame it on. He didn't know what the Red Ribbon army was. "Do you have the gas can or…?"

"We don't sell 'em," said the thin man. "But I'll tell you what, when Joe gets back from break, I'll get him to lend you his. He can give you a ride out to your car, too."

Matt took out his wallet. "I'd sure appreciate it. I'll throw him a ten for that."

"He'll do it for free, man. Don't worry about it."

"No, I mean—"

"We aren't taking your money. Look, we get almost no customers around here, our place looks too shitty. You paying for the gas is enough. Besides, I wouldn't feel right about letting you go walking out two or three miles back to your car in this heat. Joe'll be back in about ten minutes, so just relax, have a drink or something. 'Course, you'll have to pay for it."

He let out a little chuckle before sitting back down, picking his newspaper up and unfurling it. Matt nodded and turned to survey the gas station interior. It looked like hell, for the most part. Everything looked about ten years older than the stuff at other gas stations, it was dimly lit, and the floor was crunchy underneath Matt's open-toed shoes. At the back of the station were a couple of fridges full of sodas. The sight of them made Matt's mouth water. He used to chug sodas every day, until he became a road man. Water was a lot more efficient for his lifestyle, but it was always piss-warm and slightly bitter.

"You know," the man behind the counter said, clearing his throat, "I remember back when the Red Ribbon Army fell. I was only a little boy at the time, but I knew how scared everyone was of those people. They were like the thugs of a fascist regime, and people talked about them like they were just invincible. And then…"

He seemed to be waiting for Matt to ask "what," but when he didn't, he went on. "They just fell out of nowhere. The whole main compound was penetrated and destroyed by an outside force of some kind. I can't really say I know for sure what it was, and I don't think anyone else can either. Strangest thing…"

This time, Matt was listening, he just didn't care. His next bed and warm meal were the only things on his mind. "You know any place that's hiring?"

"No. Hell, if I did, I might just abandon this place and go check it out myself. What you need to do is go down 4th street, that whole street is lousy with bars and diners and shit. Of course, and don't take this the wrong way, you really need to clean up."

Matt sighed. "I know. Not exactly easy to do when all the water you find, you need for drinking."

"I know how it is, trust me. Hard times are not good times. I'm sure there's some kind of work you can do in this city. It's a big place."

The conversation stalled until Joe got back. Another thin and sallow man, he gave Matt his gas can and a ride back to his car. 

That night, Matt found himself at a bar. He didn't have a place to sleep or a job, but he had a fizzy soda in his hand, and that was fine for the night. The last thing he needed was to get himself drunk in the middle of the city when he was homeless. Not a way to get good first impressions, especially since his clothes and hair were already a complete wreck.

Across from him was a girl with curly purple hair. He caught her staring at him every time he looked in her direction. The last few times, she didn't even bother to look away. It did little more than arouse a very slight curiosity—the last thing he was really interested in was a one-nighter with a woman he met in a bar when all he wanted was a soda.

But then he got to thinking. She probably had a warm bed. A shower. Maybe she could even help him with clothes somehow. If he could just get ahold of those things for one night, maybe there was a chance of turning a bad situation around. And hell if she didn't seem interested in him. What other reason could there be for her just staring at him that way?

He got up from his stool, and a pang of such sharp nervousness hit him that, at first, he mistook for some kind of nauseous attack. Then he remembered how long it had really been since he'd bedded a woman. It was like saddling a horse after ten years of not even seeing one in person. Well, for him, it hadn't been that long quite yet, but after a certain point it failed to matter.

When Matt tried to take another step forward, his leg wouldn't cooperate with him. Instead, it backed him down and he ended up at the same stool he started from.

"Damn it," he moaned beneath his breath. He'd never been scared of a woman before, but he'd never met one in his life who appeared to be so forward either. Women in his town liked to mill around the local shops and attend church every Sunday. Very few of them attended bars, and fewer still went to them alone. Those that did were usually undesirable alcoholics who carried more baggage than sleeping with them was worth.

He looked over and his heart froze. He was just in time to see her rise from her seat, eyes still fixated on him. Well, at least she was doing the work for him.

"What's your name?" she asked in an authoritative tone he wasn't at all expecting.

"Uh, my name's Matt," he said. "Yours?"

"Violet. Wanna take a walk?"

He tried to shrug casually, but one of his shoulders trembled a little. "Yeah, sure. Why not?"

She didn't respond to his nervousness, but instead went straight for the door, not looking back to confirm that he was following her. They walked across the parking lot in silence, then stopped at a blue sports car the make of which Matt had never seen before.

"I want to talk for a second," Violet said. "That okay? I probably won't keep you very long."

"Yeah. Uh, fine. I guess." Matt was becoming slightly worried that he'd made some kind of terrible mistake. Was he being robbed? It's not like there was anything on him worth robbing. He felt around his jacket pockets. Nope, just a little bit of change and the… weird compass thing. What would she need with that?

A muffled voice. "You comin' in?" Matt came back to reality and got in the passenger seat.

"I'm going to get straight to the point," said Violet in that same almost militant voice from inside the bar, "who gave you that Dragon Radar?"

"What?" Matt said. "Dragon Radar?"

"Don't play dumb, okay? I saw that radar-shaped bump in your jacket before you even sat down. Who did you get it from?"

"I… found it." Matt wished that his explanation didn't sound so much like a lie, because he knew this woman, whoever she was, wouldn't believe him.

"Found it? Where?"

"In a field." Almost true; he found it in the cemetery. "I don't understand why you're asking me these things."

Violet didn't say anything for a moment. Matt tried to read her face in the darkness, but couldn't, and he got the sense he would have failed even if he could see her perfectly. "You really have no idea what you're carrying, do you?"

Matt relaxed a little. "No. It's just something I've been holding on to. I guess I've been traveling the direction it denotes because I don't know where else to go right now."

"You're a drifter, I know," she said. "It's obvious. I've lived here ever since the fall of the Red Ribbon Army."

"Who are the Red Ribbon Army?" Matt asked, leaning in a little in spite of himself. "I heard that name this morning at a gas station. What is that?"

"Was, actually," Violet said. "The Red Ribbon Army was a group of militarily-trained criminals brought together by a man named Red for the sole purpose of collection the Dragon Balls. They almost got them all, too, but ended up being completely decimated by a lone fighter."

"Wait, how big was the group?"

"Well, let's just say big enough to overpower entire small cities and take all of their food, water, and other resources. We—they—were pretty powerful."

Matt scooted away from Violet, pressing his cheek against the window of the passenger side. "You—I heard you say 'we.' You were in that group, weren't you?"

Another long pause, then a deep breath. "Yes. I was a member of the Red Ribbon Army, but I survived because I looted the place and left while that that kid was killing everybody."

"Wait a minute? Kid?" Matt had to stop himself from laughing, which he really didn't want to do in front of this woman who might very easily kill him. "Your army was taken down by one kid? Is that what you're trying to tell me?"

"You don't have to believe me, I don't really care," said Violet. "All I'm here to tell you: get rid of that fucking Radar immediately."

"Why?" asked Matt, now sure Violet was out of her mind, but not willing to cross her in her own car. "And what are the dragon balls? Am I supposed to take that at face value?"

"Not exactly, no. Look, hand me that radar. If you give me that radar, and promise me you won't go on some suicide mission to gather the dragon balls, I'll tell you my story. I'll tell you what the Red Ribbon Army was like."

"Look lady, I just want to go home, or find a home, or whatever, okay?" Matt said, raising his hands for emphasis. "I just want to get by. Whatever this is really about, I—"

Matt's words tapered off as Violet placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in, giving him a clear view of her big eyes for the first time. "You can trust me. If I wanted to hurt you, I could have done it already. You need to understand what you're carrying with you, and how it could kill you."

He averted her gaze and stared out the windshield. The part of the city he was in remained ablaze with red light well into the first hours of morning. He thought about how gentle her hand felt on his shoulder. "Fine. I don't have anything you could steal from me besides this—what you call it—Dragon Radar. So do what you're going to do."

Her hand left his shoulder and draped itself across the top of her steering wheel. Her face turned to look straight ahead, and Matt saw a smile teasing the visible edge of her lips. "Okay. I won't have to keep you very long." 

"Any wish I want?" Matt said between sips of fresh coffee. "That's what you believe these things can do?"

"Not believe, know." Violet responded. "Do you remember the world-wide darkening of the sky that happened right before King Piccolo tried to take over?"

"Well, yeah, sure," said Matt. "It was one of the freakiest things I've ever seen. Was it because of these 'dragon balls?'"

"Yes," Violet said. "I was close enough to actually see the dragon. It was incredible, just this enormous snake-like creature with big, red eyes. As far away from the dragon as I actually was, I could see it so vividly, and I've never forgotten it, four years later."

"And why should I believe that?" Matt asked. "You could have just been hallucinating. Everyone was scared during the blackout."

"No way," said Violet. "I knew it was the dragon, I could hear it plain as day. Then, after King Piccolo got his wish—I couldn't hear what it was—the dragon just… exploded. I have no idea if it was supposed to happen… or if King Piccolo did it."

"And you think this is how King Piccolo got his power?"

"Maybe, but it doesn't…" Violet trailed off, her face bent with confusion. "It doesn't explain the kid. The one who destroyed the Red Ribbon Army."

Matt said nothing until Violet continued. "After the headquarters fell, I made it here, with a ton of loot I raided from the place while it was being destroyed. I barely made it out of there as myself."

"What do you mean?"

"That army… changed people. I can't explain it any other way. It made them bad people. Most of the people who enrolled in the army were criminals, sure. I was in a group of professional thieves when I got in. But after a while, they lost…"

Violet paused again. Her mouth hung open like she wanted to say something, but had no words for it. "They lost themselves. They turned into monsters, without hearts. It was because of the dragon balls. I think they're cursed somehow."

"Violet, if this is all true… and I could get anything I want…" Matt said. "I'm going after them. If for no other reason than to be doing something with myself, I'm going after them."

"You're—what?!" Violet stood from her recliner. "Just to be doing something? You have no idea what you're getting yourself into! There are people right now, hundreds of people, who would kill you without blinking just to have that radar, if they knew what it did!"

"They won't know that," said Matt. "I won't tell them. I don't even know if I believe in it, still, but if it's true..."

"Listen," said Violet, "I don't know what it is you're after, if it's money, if it's youth, power—whatever it is, you won't be you by the time you make your wish! You can't be you. Gathering those things—dealing with all the other people who want them—makes you do terrible things. Matt… we had torture chambers in the Red Ribbon headquarters. We had soldiers executed in front of a firing squad for failing once. I watched them burn the body of the most powerful General of the army—who FOUND a Dragon Radar, like you—because he didn't bring the dragon balls too. If you go after those things…"

Matt listened patiently, nodding along, until she stopped. Then he finished his drink and sat the glass down gently next to hers, empty as well. "And what makes you think I haven't done something terrible?" Matt asked. "I killed a little girl."

Violet's face froze. Her hand twitched, fingers brushing along a bulge in her pants pocket.

"I ran over her by accident. I promise you that. If I can believe you about the dragon balls, I need you to trust me on this. Okay?"

"…Okay."

"Okay," he repeated. "If I go after the dragon balls, I'm not doing it to wish anything for me. This is my chance to right the thing I did wrong. I can go back home with Kathy… and I can show them all that I'm not a monster, like they think I am."

"You think turning up with a dead little girl in your arms is going to make them accept you?"

"They won't accept me anyway, Violet."

She was struck by the way he said her name, like someone pleading. In her other pants pocket was the Dragon Radar. She didn't take her eyes off of his as she pulled the radar out, then gently placed it in his outstretched hand. "I've told you everything you need to know about what you're getting yourself into," she said, "so I shouldn't have to ask this, but I can't help myself: do you have any idea… any at all… what you're getting yourself into?"

Matt pulled his hand away and opened his mouth to say yes, but instead his head shook.

"Thank you for being honest," said Violet. "Do you at least want another drink before you leave?"

"I'd better not," said Matt. "I have to get back to my car. Thank you."

"Don't mention it."


	3. Wasp

Two boys ran out of Mrs. Grayson's fifth-grade history classroom in Room 3, one of them screaming. "It bit me! Oww!" the boy repeated over and over, until the other one got fed up and shouted, "It didn't bite you, it stung, you moron!"

The screaming one started to cry, which made the other boy jolt back, scared a little. He started to tug on the crying boy's sleeve. "The teacher said we have to go to the nurse! Come on! We're gonna get in trouble if she comes out here!"

He turned to see the janitor walk over, wheeling a mop and bucket in his wake. "Another wasp?" he asked. The stung boy's pathetic sniff was all the answer he needed.

"Let me handle it when the class lets out," he said with a strained smile, as if he was in pain. Then he looked over at his shoulder at the spill he'd been cleaning up in the middle of the hallway. "Any of you boys know who might've spilled a soda in the hallway and didn't try to clean it up?"

The boys both shook their heads.

"'Kay." The janitor walked away. He heard one of the kids say to the other, he couldn't tell which one it was because their voice was too low: "That guy's so creepy."

After the class, there was no one in the room except Mrs. Grayson. She was relieved about that; the new janitor wasn't very good at all with kids. He was pleasant enough, but something was strange about him and children, which made her question, as a whole, her school's hiring policies. Couldn't they tell right away this was the kind of guy who couldn't hold his own against a bunch of grade-schoolers?

When the janitor came in, Mrs. Grayson gave a smile. "Come in, Mr… I'm so sorry, what was—"

"Mr. Stoneman," he said. "Matt."

"Mr. Stoneman," she repeated. "I'm very sorry to make you do this, but I'm just terrified of wasps. He's still minding his own business on the pencil sharpener right there."

She pointed out the sharpener right next to the door Matt walked in. His blood ran a little cold. "How long has it been sitting here?"

"Ever since it stung that boy," she said. "I'm allergic, so I didn't want to touch it, and the children were too afraid of it. It really disrupted the class, I couldn't concentrate on teaching because we were all so freaked out." She let out a small laugh, and Matt forced one out as well. Mrs. Grayson was a rail-thin woman of nearly 40, and the only person in the whole school Matt felt he could talk to comfortably. In a way, she reminded him of a nice aunt.

"Do you have a textbook or something?" Matt asked.

"Oh! Of course, right here," she opened the drawer of her desk. "Don't worry about getting it dirty, I've got thirty more littering up my house."

The book felt heavy in Matt's hands. "You don't mind if I just whack this thing as hard as I can?"

Something in Mrs. Grayson's eyes changed a little bit, and Matt didn't like it, whatever it was. "Whack it as hard as you can."

He tried to give her a wry smile, but felt sure that it was more like a nauseated grimace, because her face immediately went back to neutral. He refocused his eyes on the benign wasp wasting its time on top of the pencil sharpener, seemingly waiting for someone to come along and take a shot at it. Matt was there to take up the mantle; he swung as hard as he could after a long period of raising the book above his head. The wasp evaded at the last second and launched at Matt's left shoulder. A stabbing pain radiated through his shoulder and down his arm, and he yelped, grabbing at the source of the pain until he had it brushed off.

"Oh, my God, Mr. Stoneman!" Mrs. Grayson squealed. "I-I'm so sorry, here—"

The wasp landed on the chalkboard, and it became all Matt could see. Everything outside of it blurred into a mass gray. He charged at it, book in both of his outstretched hands, and smashed it. Mrs. Grayson yelped like a hurt animal. Matt turned the book around, and saw the reward for his efforts smashed into several small bits, covering a bit of the back text. "I got it," said Matt. Mrs. Grayson nodded. "Great. Um, well, that was all I needed from you, I guess. I don't want to keep you."

"You don't," said Matt. "I know. I'll see you tomorrow."

"Yeah. Yeah, okay."

He left the room just in time to see a little boy with a burr-cut with his shorts down, pissing in his mop bucket. Matt's hand that was still gripping the book tightened and he felt his eyes drying because he couldn't blink for staring at the boy.

When the child was done, he looked into the bucket and doubled over with laughter. Matt wondered where the red light was coming from. His eyes were bloodshot. The mantra, "enough money in my account," looped inside his head. His steps were slow, planned, deliberate. The little boy couldn't hear them.

By the time the little boy turned around and gasped at Matt's frame looming over him, he had the book in both hands, lifted up over his head. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Matt kept waiting for the scene to cut away. When his arms got ready to slam the book down—right on the dead center of the little boy's crying head—the boy ran away. Matt's arms may not have been locked, but his legs were. He sighed and lowered his arms.

"Mr. Stoneman!"

Matt was frightened into dropping the book. Mrs. Grayson was who he found standing right behind him. "I saw the whole thing," the older woman said. "I'll be talking to the principal and superintendent about this. I'm very disappointed in you, Mr. Stoneman."

Matt kicked the book over to Mrs. Grayson's feet. "I'm disappointed, too, ma'am. Don't worry about going to the principal; I quit."

Joe finally heard the bell above the door ring at almost 6 PM. "You're way late, Matt," he said. "We have a shipment of drinks in the back that needs stocking."

"I'm sorry, Joe," said Matt.

"Don't be sorry, just do your job, Matt."

"I was late because—"

"I don't care why you were late, man." His eyes never left the magazine he was reading.

"You'd better. I'm leaving today."

Joe finally looked over at Matt. "What?"

"I have to leave today, Joe. I quit my job."

"Well, goddamn, Matt, I would have liked to hear about that a few days ago!" Joe stood up and bent over the counter slightly. "Hell, I've gotta put out fliers for a new stock clerk!"

"I didn't have a plan, Joe. I got in trouble, so instead of letting them fire me, I quit. I have plenty of money in the bank to do what I need to do. I just came in to say goodbye."

Joe sighed and extended his hand. "Well, shit, I've enjoyed working with you this last few weeks, I just wish the terms were better."

"So do I," said Matt. "Listen, I'll get the sodas if you—"

"No. If you're not leaving your car out back anymore, there's not much point in making you work. I mean, you're on paper as working for us, but you're giving us most of your money. It's pretty illegal, our arrangement."

Matt nodded. "If that's what you want. I guess this is it then?"

"This is it."

The inside of Matt's car was like a small apartment. In the backseat was a bed with a single pillow and a thin blanket. Every morning, Matt woke up with aches in his knees because he had to bend his legs in order to fit in the car. In the passenger seat, he had an ice cooler. Every morning, he would fill it with new ice from out of the store and stock it with lunch meats and bagged loaves of bread. He was sick enough of ham and turkey sandwiches, the thought of them made him feel sick, yet he couldn't concentrate long enough to think about anything else but the dragon balls.

He dreamt about them every night, almost without fail. A great, terrible dragon lurching its snake body down to look at him, red eyes. A sky full of black. In his dream, Kathy would appear in front of him after he spoke a wish he couldn't hear himself saying. She wouldn't be whole, and every dream would be a little different. Her leg would be missing sometimes, and she'd stand lopsided, looking at him with horror bending her face into inhuman shapes. Other times, her arms would be missing. One time, it was her face. A bare, laughing skull stared through baleful sockets into him, not at him, into him. That was the easiest one.

The car started perfectly when he turned the key. He had a lot of work done on it in the last week. It was worth being completely honest with himself now that he was gone and it was behind him—even if he hadn't quit today, he would have done it sometime in the next week. The job was unbearable, and sleeping in his car day after day in the same old place was more than he could take. He looked again at his Dragon Radar. He wasn't too far away from the nearest dragon ball. He could get to it by tomorrow morning.

_The next morning_

Matt leaned against the side of his car, kicking rocks. The water was only ten feet from the nose of his car. In the distance, he could see a small island. The ball, if Matt's calculations were correct, was right there on that plot of dirt in the middle of the ocean.

"The goddamn ferry," Matt whispered. Not too far down the coast from where he was, two men were talking. One of them was a stout man wearing a yellow hard hat, for reasons Matt didn't even care enough to think about. The other was tall and had a low, growling voice, and he was the one Matt spent the last ten minutes trying to convince to let him across the water. He offered him half of all the zenie he had, which Matt was still in a lot of pain about giving up. All of the food, water, shelter, everything else that could buy him, floated in his mind, topping it like a halo. The two men became audible, and Matt noticed that the shorter one was angry.

With a fake casualness, Matt pushed himself from the car and made slow, wandering steps toward the conversing ferrymen.

"Fine," said the shorter one, "you go ahead and get him over to the island, but this is the last time! Don't ever ask me if you can open the ferry before opening hours again!"

The shorter one stomped past the tall one, and the tall one noticed Matt walking over. "Hey, listen, I can get you over to the island, but this is the only time we're gonna let you early, you understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Got my money?"

"In the trunk, sir."

The island was much more green and beautiful from the inside than it was when Matt looked at it off the shore of the mainland. It was entirely flat, with barely any hills that went up to Matt's knee, and in the distance Matt saw a group of what appeared to be mud huts and tee-pees, or some other kind of tents.

Matt looked down at his radar, and his fear was confirmed. The ball was right dead-center in the middle of where the village was. Someone already had it.

"Why didn't I think of that?!" Matt yelled to a sky that only mimicked him in response. There was no point in all the time he was readying himself for this search where he seriously entertained the thought of somebody already having a dragon ball. He took a deep breath, and various unfamiliar smells came to his attention. They were at once sweet and bitter. Around him, a thin smattering of dead-looking trees bent toward and away from him.

He didn't come all this way for nothing. Maybe he could barter. He left his car on the shore and started to walk to the village.

Two men of vastly different ages sat on the ground outside of a modestly-sized straw hut.

"Hot," said the old man before and after smacking his lips loudly.

"When you think it's going to cool down?"

"Probably never."

The young man screwed his face up a little. "So, why are we sitting out here, then?"

"Too hard to breathe inside. Real small, humid."

The young man hung his head down, staring at the space between his legs. Down there, he could see an ant crawling along dutifully through a veritable dark valley of little more than dirt.

"Hey," the old man said. "Hey, Simone. Look up."

Simone raised his head and squinted as much as he could without losing sight entirely.

"You ever see that man before?"

"No," said Simone. "Never seen a man looked like that before, Chief."

"Neither have I. He's headed right for us. This might be your chance to try out some of the tricks you learned in your martial arts class."

Simone stood.

"Hey," Matt said when he was close enough to the two burnt-orange men. One of them had stood up, and was looking at him with a lot of darkness in his eyes.

"What?" Simone asked. "What is it you want from us?"

Matt's demeanor changed. These people seemed to already know what he wanted. "You have something here called a dragon ball. I want it. I will trade you for it."

"Oh? What, like heap bead?" Simone snapped. "We don't have what you're looking for here."

"Simone, does he come in peace?" The ancient man still sat on the ground asked. "Did you ask?"

"Yes," said Matt, being a little facetious. "I come in peace."

The old man sighed and went through the arduous process of lifting himself into a standing position. Simone appeared eager to help, but Matt deduced that this old man was the type who would slap the kid's hands away. "I'm the head of this village," the old man said, bowing slightly. "People around here call me Elder. This is Simone."

"Matt." He held out his hand to shake and the two orange men stared at it with trepidation, before Simone grabbed it and offered a limp shake.

"Now you're here to find a… dragon ball, was it?" asked Elder. "I have to be perfectly honest with you, that sounds barbaric."

At first, Matt couldn't understand what Elder was saying. When it clicked, he choked back a laugh. "No, it's nothing like that. It's… well, from what I've heard—I've never seen one—it's a little orange ball with stars on it."

"Sounds like some kind of keepsake," said Simone. "What makes you think we'd have it, stranger?"

"His name isn't 'stranger,' Simone, it's Matt," Elder said. "I'd appreciate it if you treated this guest of ours with some respect. We don't get travelers often, you know."

"That's the point, Elder," Simone said, "I thought we wanted to stay separate from the ways of outsiders, now we welcome them like family?"

"Simone!"

Matt heard a woman's voice, and thought that it came from the mouth of Elder, a mistake that deeply confused him until a woman walked out of the hut behind Simone and Elder. "Simone, don't talk back to my father!"

Simone cleared his throat, and Matt thought he saw a red hue visible on Simone's cheeks. "Sorry, Seina. You're right."

"Don't apologize to me, Simone."

"Right. Sorry, Elder. Actually—sorry, but I need to go tend the garden now. Excuse me."

"But I already tended the—" Seina started to call after him, but Simone had already taken off. "…garden."

"Right, um…" Matt shifted from one foot to the other, scratching the back of his head. "If I'm being a nuisance here, I'm sorry, but—"

"No trouble at all," said Elder. Matt saw Seina nod along to everything he said as she stood behind him with her arms folded under her chest. "Simone's just wary. He'll get used to you."

"I wasn't planning on staying around very long, sir," said Matt. "I'm collecting seven of these dragon balls I told you about, and I just want the one that my radar says is around here somewhere."

"Dragon balls?!" Seina exclaimed, laughing. "That sounds like something Ripo would make a stew out of!"

"No, no," Matt said over the sound of Elder's raucous laughter. "Not like that. Dragon balls are these orange spheres with stars on them, or so I've heard."

"I'm sorry," said Seina. "I wasn't trying to be insulting. I've never seen anything like that around here."

"Nor have I," Elder added. "But your… erm, what was it? Radar?"

"Yes, sir."

"Your radar said it was here. Well, I'd be happy to let Simone escort you to the place on your radar where it says the ball is. Now, I have to say, we withhold the right to keep the ball for ourselves or sell it to you if it's really on our island. By proclamation of the king, we are the rightful owners of this place."

"Sir, I understand," said Matt, "but I really want that dragon ball, and it's like I said earlier, I will trade for it. I have my car parked on the shore of the island, several yards that way—" he pointed, and Seina and Elder looked.

"Oh," said Elder, "I think I see it. You must've used the ferry. Most people use that to get to the island not far behind this one. Of course, we like to send people off the island sometimes for supplies or to let them earn money to send back over here. But this place is still all about trade, even in this zenie-ridden age of ours, and we will happily barter with you if there's something you've got that we want."

"That's fine with me," Matt said with a small sigh. He studied Elder's craggy but gentle face for any sign of subterfuge. He wasn't at all fond of the man's tone regarding trade, even if he didn't want to show that. That ball, as far as he was concerned, was either his or nobody's, and if that meant having to explain the nature of the dragon balls to this old man, then so be it. But… if he told these people about the wish-dranting dragon… and they believed him… what would they do to him?

Matt took Elder's hand, and shook.


End file.
